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Abstract 

This study explores the collaborative dimensions of doctoral education within the African 

Open and Distance e-Learning (ODeL) context through an in-depth case study of the Multi-

University Postgraduate Support Network. Anchored in Moore’s Theory of Transactional 

Distance and Wenger’s Communities of Practice framework, the research investigates how 

structured academic seminars, virtual peer-peer engagements, and regional mentorship 

contribute to doctoral student success. Data was generated from doctoral candidates, mentors, 

and coordinators engaged in transnational learning spaces between 2023 and 2025. Findings 

indicate that structured programming, dialogic interaction, and community-based academic 

practices reduce cognitive isolation, enhance scholarly identity, and improve throughput. The 

study contributes to the limited empirical literature on collaborative doctoral models in Africa 

by foregrounding student experiences and recommending scalable strategies for institutions 

seeking to democratize and enrich doctoral education through cross-border academic 

partnerships. 
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Background 

Doctoral education is a cornerstone of knowledge production and innovation in any 

region, and in Africa, its development has been both a response to local needs and a 

reflection of global academic trends. The emergence of Open and Distance e-Learning 

(ODeL) as a viable platform for doctoral studies represents a shift in the academic 

paradigm, where flexible, technology-enhanced models now complement or replace 

traditional face-to-face postgraduate education. 

 

Given Africa’s vast geographical distances, disparities in educational infrastructure, 

and shortage of doctoral-level supervisors, collaborative models that utilize digital 

platforms have emerged as practical solutions. Initiatives such as the Multi-University 

Postgraduate Support Network are examples of strategic interventions designed to 

enhance doctoral learning through structured seminars, cross-institutional mentorship, 

and regional cooperation. These models promise to not only address access and equity 

but also to improve the quality and throughput of doctoral candidates. 

 

However, understanding how such networks function in practice, especially from the 

perspectives of students navigating these transnational, virtual learning spaces, 

remains an underexplored area in both scholarship and policy. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Despite the increasing recognition of collaborative and networked doctoral training 

models in Africa, there remains a limited understanding of how these systems operate 
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within ODeL environments, particularly in terms of student experiences, peer 

engagement, and academic outcomes. Existing literature largely focuses on 

institutional frameworks, funding mechanisms, and administrative arrangements, 

often sidelining the voices and agency of doctoral students themselves. 

 

Moreover, while theoretical frameworks such as Moore’s Theory of Transactional 

Distance and Wenger’s Communities of Practice offer useful lenses to evaluate 

learning in distance education, few empirical studies have applied these models to 

multi-university doctoral initiatives in Africa. As a result, there is a knowledge gap 

regarding how structure, dialogue, autonomy, and community are enacted and 

experienced in collaborative doctoral environments. Addressing this gap is critical for 

informing practice, improving program design, and ensuring the sustainability of such 

initiatives. 

 

Specific Objectives 

This study aimed to: 

i. Explore the experiences of doctoral students engaged in the Multi-University 

Postgraduate Support Network, focusing on their participation in structured 

seminars, virtual discussions, and peer learning activities. 

 

ii. Explore the relevance of the collaborative doctoral model in reducing academic 

isolation, enhancing research capacity, and improving doctoral throughput across 

participating African institutions. 

 

Thus, the study would contribute to the scholarly discourse on doctoral education in 

Africa by foregrounding student narratives and reflecting on the pedagogical, 

institutional, and technological implications of cross-border ODeL initiatives. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored in two complementary theoretical perspectives that illuminate 

the dynamics of doctoral learning within Open and Distance e-Learning (ODeL) 

environments: Moore’s Theory of Transactional Distance (TDT) and Wenger’s 

Communities of Practice (CoP). These frameworks were selected for their 

explanatory power in analyzing learner-instructor interaction, peer collaboration, and 

the formation of scholarly identity within distributed doctoral programs. 

 

Moore’s (1993) Theory of Transactional Distance 

Moore’s Theory of Transactional Distance conceptualizes the pedagogical space that 

exists in distance education, characterized by the levels of structure, dialogue, and 

learner autonomy. According to Moore, transactional distance is not merely 

geographical but also psychological and communicative. In this model, learning 

effectiveness in distance education depends on reducing this "distance" through: 

 

i. Structure: the degree to which course content, processes, and assessments are pre-

planned or rigid; 

ii. Dialogue: the extent and quality of two-way communication between learners and 

instructors; 

iii. Learner Autonomy: the student's capacity to self-direct and take ownership of 

their learning. 

 



Applied to the Multi-University Postgraduate Support Network, this theory helps 

explain how structured doctoral seminars, regular virtual mentorship, and dialogic 

peer exchange function to reduce transactional distance and promote academic 

success in a dispersed learning context. 

 

Wenger’s (1998) Communities of Practice (CoP) 

Wenger’s theory of Communities of Practice views learning as a socially situated 

process, where individuals engage in shared practices, develop a collective identity, 

and build a shared repertoire of tools and concepts. A CoP is characterized by: 

i. Mutual Engagement: active participation and relationship-building among 

members; 

ii. Joint Enterprise: a shared domain of interest or problem-solving effort; 

iii. Shared Repertoire: communal resources, language, symbols, and tools developed 

over time. 

 

In the context of collaborative doctoral training, CoPs emerge as peer-led spaces 

where doctoral candidates engage in mutual academic support, share conceptual tools, 

and co-construct meaning. This is particularly salient in the African context, where 

supervision may be limited and distributed across institutions. 

 

By integrating TDT and CoP, this study provides a dual-lens framework to analyze 

how doctoral students in ODeL environments navigate the dual challenges of distance 

and academic development. These frameworks together help interpret how structured 

support, dialogic interaction, and community-based learning strategies intersect to 

enhance doctoral learning outcomes across a multi-university network. 

 

Literature Review 

 

The evolution of doctoral education in Africa, particularly within Open and Distance 

e-Learning (ODeL), reflects a paradigm shift toward more inclusive, collaborative, 

and networked models of academic training. This literature review situates the 

findings of this study within established and emerging scholarship, focusing on two 

key theoretical frameworks: Moore’s (1993) Theory of Transactional Distance and 

Wenger’s (1998) Communities of Practice (CoP). 

 

Transactional Distance and Doctoral Support 

Moore’s (1993) Theory of Transactional Distance explains the pedagogical and 

psychological gap that can exist between learners and instructors in distance 

education. This distance can be minimized through three variables: structure, dialogue, 

and learner autonomy. In doctoral education, especially within ODeL, this model has 

gained renewed relevance (Bozkurt et al., 2015; Abuhassna & Alnawajha, 2023). 

Structured doctoral seminars, regular virtual interactions with faculty, and dialogic 

engagement—as observed in the Multi-University Postgraduate Support Network—

are examples of practices that reduce transactional distance. 

 

Further, recent empirical studies suggest that transactional distance can be mediated 

by the quality of instructor-student relationships and the use of collaborative 

technologies (Jung et al., 2019). The PhD sessions discussed in this study reflect these 

variables, with students expressing increased confidence and clarity in research design, 



suggesting that Moore’s principles have been effectively operationalized in the 

network’s pedagogy. 

 

Communities of Practice and Peer-Led Doctoral Learning 

Wenger’s (1998) theory of Communities of Practice (CoP) conceptualizes learning as 

social participation, where individuals learn by engaging with others in shared 

practices. Doctoral learning through CoPs has gained traction in recent literature, 

particularly within contexts where supervision is decentralized or distributed across 

institutions (Nguyen et al., 2020; Lee & Boud, 2009). 

 

In Africa, where many institutions face constraints in doctoral supervision, CoPs have 

been advocated as mechanisms to support student learning, foster a sense of academic 

belonging, and sustain knowledge sharing (Mapolisa et al., 2022). The reflections by 

participants in this study—on peer learning, mutual encouragement, and the sharing 

of conceptual tools—demonstrate the enactment of CoP principles. 

 

Scholars such as Timmis and Muhuro (2022) argue that digital CoPs are particularly 

useful for connecting geographically dispersed doctoral students, providing a sense of 

community and academic accountability. This is reflected in the structured 

programming of the network’s sessions and the active participation from students and 

faculty across different countries. 

 

Collaborative Doctoral Training Models in Africa 

Recent years have witnessed the emergence of regional doctoral support initiatives in 

Africa, such as the African Research Universities Alliance (ARUA), the Regional 

Universities Forum for Capacity Building in Agriculture (RUFORUM), and the 

CODESRIA doctoral support grants. These programs promote shared supervision, 

inter-institutional mentorship, and collaborative research outputs (Cloete et al., 2015; 

Teferra, 2021). 

 

However, most studies on these models focus on institutional arrangements and 

funding mechanisms, with limited attention to students’ voices and everyday 

experiences. This study fills that gap by foregrounding students’ narratives, 

highlighting their agency in co-constructing academic knowledge through peer and 

faculty engagement. 

 

Gaps in the Literature 

Although the literature affirms the value of collaborative doctoral training and the 

theoretical utility of TDT and CoP, several gaps persist: 

i. Limited empirical data on African-led multi-university doctoral initiatives. 

ii. Underrepresentation of student agency and reflection in evaluating program 

effectiveness. 

iii. Lack of systematic evaluation of collaborative outputs such as research quality, 

publication rates, and graduate employability. 

 

Contribution to the Field 

This study contributes to addressing these gaps by providing rich, qualitative insights 

into the lived experiences of doctoral students within a collaborative, transnational 

learning environment. By applying both Moore’s and Wenger’s frameworks, it 



advances an integrated understanding of how distance, dialogue, and community 

shape doctoral learning trajectories in African higher education. 

 

Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative interpretive approach to investigate how doctoral 

students and faculty members engage with collaborative doctoral training models 

under ODeL in Africa. The focus was on understanding meaning, interaction, and 

patterns of engagement that emerge in the process of building academic and research 

capacity. 

 

Research Design 

A case study design was used, focusing on the Multi-University Postgraduate Support 

Network, which spans institutions such as the University of Zambia, Zimbabwe Open 

University, University of Nairobi, and Mbarara University of Science and Technology. 

The design enabled an in-depth exploration of communication patterns, academic 

engagement, and institutional collaboration through the analysis of naturally occurring 

data — including discussion transcripts, chat excerpts, program updates, and graduate 

tracking. 

 

Sample 

The sample consisted of: 

i. Doctoral students (n = 12) actively participating in discussion sessions and 

forums between 2023 and 2025. 

ii. Academic mentors and facilitators (n = 4) drawn from participating institutions. 

iii. Administrative coordinators (n = 2) involved in managing postgraduate programs 

and conferences. 

iv. Participants were assigned pseudonyms to ensure anonymity. 

 

Inclusion Criteria 

Participants were included in the study if they: 

i. Were enrolled in a PhD program affiliated with a university in the Multi-

University Support Network. 

ii. Had participated in at least two virtual doctoral discussion sessions or contributed 

to postgraduate conferences. 

iii. Provided written or recorded contributions in digital discussion platforms or 

feedback emails/messages. 

 

Exclusion Criteria 

Excluded from the study were: 

i. Participants not affiliated with the specified support network. 

ii. Those who did not consent to the use of their contributions for academic purposes. 

iii. Observers or invited guests who did not actively contribute to discussion forums. 

 

Trustworthiness 

To ensure the trustworthiness of the study, the following strategies were employed: 

i. Credibility: Prolonged engagement and triangulation of data sources, including 

session recordings, textual exchanges, and program documents. 

ii. Transferability: Thick description of institutional context, participant roles, and 

nature of interactions to aid applicability in other similar networks. 



iii. Dependability: An audit trail of all communications, chat records, and document 

reviews was maintained. 

iv. Confirmability: Researcher reflexivity and member checks were used to validate 

interpretations and ensure findings reflect participants’ voices, not researcher bias. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

This section presents both the findings and critical discussion of the collaborative 

engagements within the Multi-University Postgraduate Support Network, drawing on 

qualitative data derived from real-time PhD sessions, written reflections, and program 

coordination communications. The findings illustrate the dynamic interplay of 

academic dialogue, mentorship, and regional institutional cooperation, while the 

discussion situates these practices within Moore’s (1993) Theory of Transactional 

Distance and Wenger’s (1998) Communities of Practice. 

 

Collaborative Engagements and Intellectual Exchange 

"Dear Scholars, PhD students and participants. Welcome to our main PhD 

discussion session by Prof. ‘LaOr’ from MUBS, Mbarara Campus, Uganda 

on the Topic: 'Connecting the Dots... Linking the Research Purpose and 

Objectives to the Conceptual Framework’." 

— Moderator’s Opening Address, Session 1 

 

This structured announcement sets the stage for high-level engagement, 

demonstrating intentional academic planning and facilitation. It reflects Moore’s 

(1993) principle of reducing transactional distance through guided structure and 

regular interaction. Such efforts promote academic preparedness and participation, 

key ingredients in online doctoral success. 

 

"Dr ‘MwGe’, good morning. I attended both sessions. I learnt a lot on sample 

size and variables. Variables indeed ought to be looked at from a holistic 

angle for effective measurements especially when dealing with mixed 

methods. I have decided to take on board all types of variables (independent, 

mediating, moderating, dependent, control, confounding variables). I presume 

this stance will lessen the burden of proving measurement of variables during 

defense." 

— Participant A (Pseudonym: Lydia), PhD Student, Education Discipline 

 

Lydia’s self-directed approach reflects a growing research maturity influenced by 

collaborative learning. Through Moore’s lens, her reflection illustrates how high-

quality dialogue fosters learner autonomy and academic self-confidence. It also 

speaks to Wenger’s (1998) notion of developing a shared repertoire—where 

conceptual tools and terms become part of the group’s academic vocabulary. 

 

"Dr ‘Lido’ indeed the meeting was so insightful, highly productive. If bo 

ndate can be awake at 3 am what more us the students. Dr ‘MwGe’ indeed we 

are grateful for the passion you have to see that we graduate." 

— Participant B (Pseudonym: Thabo), PhD Student, Public Administration 

 

Thabo’s comment showcases the affective dimension of learning—highlighting 

dedication, inspiration, and communal encouragement. This resonates with Wenger’s 



(1998) emphasis on mutual engagement as a factor that nurtures learning identity and 

resilience. 

 

"The first hour had great debates on sample size determination in a qualitative 

study. As always, I thoroughly enjoyed Prof LaOr’s presentation. I am 

looking at CF at a whole new perspective now. And thanks Dr ‘MwGe’ for 

the data you propounded on." 

— Participant C (Pseudonym: Amina), PhD Student, Social Sciences 

 

"Very true Dr ‘MwGe’ , the scale of measurements of variables is very 

critical to help us develop the conceptual framework and choose the right 

statistical tests for analysis especially in a quantitative study design. I plan to 

present on scale of measurements of variables at peer to peer group after 

graduation." 

— Participant D (Pseudonym: Felix), PhD Student, Development Studies 

 

Both Amina and Felix demonstrate how content-rich discussions broaden analytical 

perspectives and encourage dissemination. These peer-led extensions are aligned with 

Wenger’s idea of learning through practice—in which competence is shown by 

applying and sharing knowledge. Moore would argue this interaction reduces 

cognitive isolation often experienced in distance learning. 

 

Structured Programming and Institutional Representation 

"Dear Scholars, PhD students and participants. Welcome to a PhD discussion 

session by Prof. ‘Lywa’ from University of Nairobi, Kenya on the Topic: 

'Understanding the Foundational Elements of Doctoral Research' this Sunday, 

April 06, 2025, from 4.00am to 5.30am CAT/ZAMBIAN." 

— Moderator’s Announcement, Session 2 

 

"Dear Scholars, PhD students and participants. Welcome to our PhD 

discussions this Sunday, March 31, 2025… A presentation by Prof. ‘Kela’… 

on 'Crafting a Compelling Background and Introduction Section in Academic 

Research’ will follow from 04:00am to 05:30am Zambian Time." 

— Moderator’s Announcement, Session 3 

 

These sessions represent the structure in Moore’s model—deliberate academic 

organization, predictability, and resource alignment. They also suggest an evolving 

community of academic practice where time, effort, and shared content drive 

meaningful scholarly interaction (Wenger, 1998; Bozkurt et al., 2015). 

 

Institutional Outcomes and Operational Feedback 

"Graduates statistics: 2025 - 58; 2024 - 72; 2023 - 20." 

— Data Reported by Program Coordinator (Pseudonym: Dr. Makani) 

 

This growth in doctoral graduation rates implies increasing program effectiveness and 

aligns with the network's mission to expand regional academic capacity. The figures 

mark progress in doctoral throughput, a common benchmark in human capital 

development frameworks. 

 



"Here is an update regarding the conference… I want to thank Dr MwGe’ 

Mwange and his colleagues… We received 26 abstracts, three were accepted 

as is, one was rejected and 22 need to be revised… I apologise for forgetting 

to include Zimbabwe Open University in the invitation flyer…" 

— Conference Coordinator (Pseudonym: Dr. Naledi) 

 

Dr. Naledi’s message highlights logistical complexities and real-time quality 

assurance in inter-university initiatives. While minor oversights occur, the transparent 

communication and collaborative document review process represent shared 

responsibility—a hallmark of Wenger’s community participation model. It also 

reflects the continuous effort to enhance academic quality and equity in representation. 

 

Synthesis with Theoretical Frameworks 

Moore’s (1993) Theory of Transactional Distance explains much of the supportive 

scaffolding observed in the network: the structured schedule of doctoral seminars, 

dialogic knowledge-sharing from faculty, and increased learner autonomy in scholarly 

activities all help reduce isolation in distance education. Students’ increasing 

confidence and motivation are direct results of these pedagogical strategies. 

 

Simultaneously, Wenger’s (1998) Communities of Practice theory helps frame how 

regional PhD students become co-constructors of knowledge—moving from 

peripheral participants to active knowledge brokers through continuous interaction, 

identity formation, and peer validation. The network operates not merely as a program, 

but as a learning ecosystem, where mutual accountability, evolving competence, and 

shared problem-solving define progress. 

 

This multi-university doctoral support system exemplifies a promising model of 

collaborative human resource development in African higher education. The interplay 

of structure, dialogue, peer mentorship, and institutional cooperation fosters a vibrant 

academic culture that benefits both students and universities. Such models can be 

adopted or scaled by other ODeL institutions seeking to democratize access to quality 

doctoral education while enhancing research outputs and graduation rates. 

 

Novelty of the Study 

This study offers a unique contribution to the discourse on doctoral education in 

Africa, particularly within the Open and Distance e-Learning (ODeL) context. While 

literature exists on doctoral supervision and online pedagogy, few studies have 

examined multi-university collaborations as structured, virtual ecosystems that 

empower doctoral candidates through shared academic mentorship, regional 

cooperation, and capacity-building efforts. The focus on peer-peer led learning, 

transnational faculty support, and collaborative quality assurance practices marks a 

novel departure from traditional, institution-centric doctoral models which have 

existed as sole model over the years. Furthermore, the integration of Moore’s Theory 

of Transactional Distance and Wenger’s Community of Practice provides a dual 

framework for understanding how the two intersect in shaping doctoral success 

especially in African Universities. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study demonstrate that collaborative doctoral training models, 

such as the Multi-University Postgraduate Support Network, are effective in reducing 



academic isolation, fostering scholarly identity, and accelerating research productivity 

in ODeL environments. This is attained through structured virtual engagements, 

mentorship from senior academics across universities, and peer-to-peer support, PhD 

students are not only acquiring technical knowledge but also cultivating academic 

resilience and autonomy in so far as knowledge generation and production are 

concerned. 

 

The network's ability to attract and support students across multiple African 

institutions—while maintaining academic quality and growing graduation rates—

signifies its potential as a scalable model for advancing doctoral education across the 

continent. The findings reaffirm that intellectual collaboration, shared responsibility, 

and institutional synergy are key to building sustainable capacity in human resource 

development at the highest academic level. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings and theoretical synthesis, the following recommendations are 

proposed: 

 

i. Institutionalize Multi-University Collaborations. Universities across Africa 

should formalize their partnerships to sustain cross-border academic support 

systems, including shared PhD seminars, mentorship arrangements, and joint 

conferences. 

 

ii. Embed Communities of Practice in Doctoral Curricula. Program designers should 

integrate peer-peer led research circles and thematic cohorts into doctoral training 

structures to promote Wenger’s concept of learning through participation and 

engagement. 

 

iii. Enhance Technological Infrastructure for ODeL. Reliable digital platforms and 

connectivity should be prioritized to support synchronous and asynchronous 

academic interactions across partner institutions. 

 

iv. Promote Faculty Exchange and Transnational Mentorship. Senior academics 

from partner institutions should be encouraged to participate regularly in 

mentoring PhD students across universities to diversify perspectives and enhance 

scholarly rigor. 

 

v. Monitor and Evaluate Collaborative Outputs. Key performance indicators such as 

publication rates, time-to-graduation, and quality of research outputs should be 

tracked to continually assess the impact of collaborative doctoral networks. 

 

vi. Establish Funding and Grant Mechanisms for Joint Doctoral Initiatives. Regional 

and international agencies should consider funding joint doctoral efforts as a 

strategic investment in African knowledge economies and academic leadership 

development. 
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